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On Oct. 30, Colombians went to the polls to elect 1,043 mayors, 32 governors, 11,066 city council
members, and 502 provincial deputies. Although pre-election violence and attempts at intimidation
were high, an atmosphere of relative tranquility prevailed on election day. Nevertheless, most
Colombians stayed away from the polls, and in the large cities, those who did vote resoundingly
rejected traditional party candidates.
In one of the election's biggest surprises, an eccentric naturalized Lithuanian professor was elected
mayor of Santa Fe de Bogota, the nation's capital. Absenteeism among Colombia's 18 million
registered voters ran more than 70% in the Oct. 30 elections. Political analysts attribute this high
incidence both to apathy among a voting population tired of repeated elections and endless
campaigning, as well as to public disgust with political corruption. This is the fourth election this
year. In addition to the Oct. 30 balloting, there were legislative elections in March, followed by two
rounds of presidential elections in May and June. Throughout the almost continuous campaigns
this year, charges of political corruption and fraud were frequent. The presidential elections were
marred by charges that the Cali drug cartel had made large contributions to the candidates.
During this latest campaign, accusations of irregularities abounded as well, and three weeks ago
the electoral commission annulled the voter identification cards of 400,000 potential voters after
uncovering evidence of fraud. Both the guerrillas and the drug cartels wield considerable power
in the electoral processes in many areas of the country. "In tens of municipalities the guerrillas
will without a doubt maintain local control while political movements financed by drug trafficking
will also gain influence in various zones of the country," read an editorial in El Tiempo, the largest
newspaper in the country, on the eve of the elections. Although there was a marked rejection of
traditional party candidates in the larger cities, in the provincial governors' races and in smaller
towns and rural areas the traditional parties still maintained their hold on power.
The ruling Partido Liberal took 22 governorships and the Partido Social Conservador Colombiano
took seven, while independents came out ahead in three states. The liberals won the majority of the
mayoralties at stake. However, in provincial capitals, independents surprisingly won six mayoralties,
while the liberals took 15, the conservatives eight, and candidates from smaller parties won three.
Moreover, in elections in large urban areas, Cali was the only city in which a candidate of either the
liberal or conservative party won. Liberal Mauricio Guzman won the Cali mayoral election after
forming an alliance with the conservatives. In the other major cities, the winning mayoral candidates
were all from civic movements or were independents.
The former president of the Atletico Nacional soccer team, Sergio Naranjo, won the mayor's
post in Medellin; Eduard George, a doctor who ran as an independent, won in the mayor's race
in Barranquilla; and businessman Guillermo Panizza won the same post in Cartagena. Antonio
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Navarro Wolff, a leader of the M- 19 former guerrilla organization who ran a distant third in last
May's presidential elections, was elected mayor of Pasto, near the Ecuadoran border. In addition,
four Catholic priests were elected to mayoral posts. Pauselino Camargo won the race in Cucuta
and Luis Leon Pereira in Monteria, both provincial capitals. Nicolas Gomez won in La Dorada
and Gustavo Suarez in Sogamoso, both medium-sized towns. The Catholic hierarchy opposed the
candidacies of the four, who will not be allowed to function as priests during their three years in
office.
The biggest shock of the election was the victory of independent candidate Antanas Mockus, the
former rector of the National University of Colombia, who won handily in the race for mayor of
Santa Fe de Bogota. Mockus captured 66% of the votes against liberal rival Enrique Penalosa, who
received 28%. Mockus's victory flew in the face of traditional campaign tacticians, coming with no
major endorsements from other politicians, little advertising, and very modest spending. In fact,
Mockus's triumph was particularly surprising given the rector's scandalous behavior when he
was still rector at the university. Although it cost him his job as rector, Mockus had gained public
notoriety during a meeting with students last February when he dropped his pants and "mooned"
the heckling student body that had attended the event. After that incident which was captured
on video and aired on national television then president Cesar Gaviria asked Mockus to resign as
rector.
Nevertheless, immediately after his dismissal Mockus began campaigning for mayor. His reputation
for honesty and for distancing himself from the power brokers in the city captured the support of
the voters. "Given the public attention I received while at the university, I was able to run for the
mayor's office without spending great sums of money, which is atypical in electoral processes in
Colombia," said Mockus. Despite the philosophy professor's overwhelming popularity, Mockus
faces an uphill battle when he takes office. Santa Fe de Bogota is considered almost ungovernable
because of the staggering security, public transportation, public services, and environmental
problems. The unemployment rate in the city is running above 15%, and more than 100 youth gangs
operate in the capital. In light of the city's serious problems, political analysts view the new mayor's
lack of experience in public office with alarm. In reviewing the election results, vice president
Humberto de la Calle Lombana said the vote should teach old-style politicians a lesson.
"The triumph of the civic and independent coalition candidates over traditional party candidates
indicates that a new pluralist country is opening up in Colombia," he said. Election day saw a
minimum of violence. Minister of Government Horacio Serpa expressed his satisfaction that the
voting took place almost without incident. The major exception was an ambush in east-central
Colombia in which seven people were wounded. Authorities attributed the attack to the guerrilla
group Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC). The only other violent incident
occurred in the eastern part of the country, where the Galan-Ayacucho oil pipeline was dynamited.
Despite the relative calm during the elections, there was a heavy toll in pre-election violence and
intimidation, both from guerrilla forces and from drug cartels trying to influence the elections.
Polling in nine municipalities was suspended because of threatened violence and interference by
guerrillas, right-wing paramilitary groups, and the drug cartels. However, government officials said
voting would be rescheduled. In several other areas, especially in the northeastern department of
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 3

LADB Article Id: 56407
ISSN: 1060-4189

Antioquia and the southeastern department of Valle de Cauca, many candidates for mayor and
city council withdrew after receiving death threats. Guerrilla threats forced all the candidates in
three municipalities in northern Colombia to withdraw from the race. In addition, four conservative
candidates two running for mayor and two for city council seats were killed in pre- election violence
in the towns of Chita and Santo Domingo. The government has blamed the killings on the Ejercito
de Liberacion Nacional (ELN) guerrillas. And, on the day before the elections, 13 people died and 13
more were wounded in clashes between the guerrillas and security forces
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